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This research examines two popular teen girls sports fiction series, called “Pretty 
Tough” and “Dairy Queen.” The books are heavily premised on the idea of 
empowerment, and are written in ways that invite the reader to see each protago-
nist’s choices as agentic and even subversive. Our analysis points to the ways 
the discourse of empowerment obscures how girls are invited to adopt ideology 
toward sports that undermines their ability to experience sports on their own terms.
Cette étude examine deux séries de romans de sport populaires chez les adoles-
centes, « Pretty Tough » et « Dairy Queen ». Les livres sont grandement basés sur 
l’idée d’autonomisation et suggèrent au lecteur de considérer que chaque person-
nage possède une certaine agentivité et peut faire des choix subversifs.  Notre 
analyse met en évidence les moyens par lesquels le discours d’autonomisation 
éclipse comment les filles sont amenées à avoir un rapport au sport qui limite leur 
habileté à vivre le sport en leurs propres termes.
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Historically, sports have not been taken seriously among literature scholars, 
a curious response to the centrality of sports in American mass culture (Oriard, 
1987). Similarly, teen sports fiction has toiled on the fringe of the larger and lucra-
tive “young adult fiction” genre, only gaining traction once institutional efforts to 
promote sports and physical education moved into the mainstream (Crowe, 2004). 
However, limited evidence suggests that young adult sports fiction has developed 
a healthy following. One longitudinal study found that sports is the third most 
popular book topic for high school girls and boys (Hale & Crowe, 2001); popular 
book sellers such as Barnes & Noble and Amazon include a “sports” category in 
their listings of popular books for youths.
Despite the abundance of research on mediated representations of female 
athletes, few scholars have used girls’ sports fiction as a site of inquiry. This dearth 
in research may stem from the little “data” available for examination; in 1991, six 
young adult books featuring male protagonists were published for every single 
book with a female lead character (Rueth-Brandner, 1991 as cited in Kane, 1998). 
Writing for the School Library Journal in 1990, Steinberg called for increased 
attention to girls’ sports fiction, citing the rise of interest in sports among female 
students. More than 20 years and a consistent increase in female sports participation 
has not led to an explosion in offerings, however (Crowe, 2004). The genre’s size 
has recently been called “particularly inadequate,” as relatively few books about 
women and girls who play sports are published (Engberg, 2007, p. 135).
Still, girls’ sports fiction may be showing signs of increased visibility. Book-
Sense, a group of independent booksellers, named Dairy Queen–a book that 
chronicles the sporting exploits of a high school girl–its No. 1 summer children’s 
book (Borders Announces, 2007), and its first printing eclipsed standard press 
runs in the young adult market (Heller, 2006). Dairy Queen was followed by two 
sequels, also acclaimed by reviewers and popular among young readers (Shaw, 
2009). Another sports-focused series aimed at teen girls, under the “Pretty Tough” 
marketing label, was launched in 2007.
In addressing the increased popularity of teen girls sports novels, this study 
analyzes the popular Dairy Queen and Pretty Tough series. Using a textual analysis 
guided by a poststructuralist perspective on identity, specifically in relation to the 
emergence of a girlhood subjectivity, we address the sporting narratives in the books 
and discuss the messages presented through fictional characters often depicted as 
empowered, agentic young women.
Literature Review
Analyses of popular young adult girls fiction has shown that such novels often situate 
appearance as a primary concern and depict heterosexual romance as a necessary 
part of moving into adulthood (Johnson, 2010). Although valuing girls and women 
for their aesthetic qualities has long been a component of young adult literature, 
adherence to normative femininity as necessary for approval from the opposite 
sex has become increasingly more salient in contemporary works, according to a 
longitudinal analysis by Younger (2009).
The process of objectifying female characters often happens in tandem with 
the introduction of empowered protagonists, characters who are “defying conven-
tions and beating the odds” (Town 2004, p. 15). That empowerment, though, has 
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been criticized as serving patriarchal and capitalistic interests; Johnson (2010) in 
particular, has noted that empowerment is often achieved through body modifica-
tion and conspicuous consumption. Ultimately the novels “glamorize a willing 
self-objectification for male approval and pleasure” (p. 68). Furthermore, scholars 
have noted approval from boys at the cost of other pursuits for female protagonists, 
including education and personal development (Gilbert & Taylor, 1991).
Consuming Girls Fiction in the Contemporary Age  
of Girlhood
The increased prevalence of empowered female characters has progressed in tandem 
with a contemporary shift in discourse on girlhood. That shift began in the early 
1990s after Carol Gilligan and Lyn Mikel Brown of Harvard’s project on Women’s 
Psychology and Girls’ Development published a groundbreaking study that showed 
a picture of girls in crisis (Zaslow, 2009). The study documented troubling trends of 
low self-esteem among girls compared with boys and in many ways buoyed public 
efforts to empower young women (Zaslow, 2009). Efforts to improve girls’ lives 
in the United States were subsequently conceptualized and put into discourse, thus 
simultaneously constituting a girlhood subjectivity (McRobbie, 2000).
On one hand, the emergence of a girlhood subjectivity allows for increased 
visibility and a shift in how girls’ potential might be imagined. As Abate (2008, p. 
223) notes, American society appears to be engaged in a “wholesale advocacy of 
tomboyish behavior,” which celebrates girls engaged in gender-bending activities 
ranging from athletics to punk music. That advocacy is reflected in popular culture; 
girls have recently been written as protagonists in film, for instance, occupying 
a hero role once reserved only for men and giving young female spectators the 
opportunity to identify with strong female leads (Kelly & Pomerantz, 2009). The 
increased visibility of girlhood has had implications in a sporting context, as well. 
Although Title IX is largely credited with creating institutional opportunities for 
girls and women in sports by law, Heywood and Dworkin (2003) argue that the 
mediated celebration of strong women—including athletes—was a critical com-
ponent in what made being female and athletic culturally acceptable.
Indeed, since the 1990s, popular discourse aimed at girls has been flooded 
with what is often tabbed as the “girl power” rhetoric. These narratives were even 
a driving force behind an initiative by the US Department of Health and Human 
Services in the 1990s to empower girls and free them from stereotypes in a program 
aptly named “Girl Power!” (Giardina & Metz, 2005). In sports, the iconic 1999 
magazine cover of a sports bra-clad Brandi Chastain in Newsweek spurred on the 
movement, as the image with the headline “Girls Rule!” is often used as an example 
of assertiveness and strength for young women (Cooky & McDonald, 2005). Thus, 
girls today have grown up in an era where they are encouraged in both institutional 
settings as well as in popular discourse to ‘be all they can be.’
Girl power is generally guided by a logic that suggests securing visibility not only 
celebrates girls and their achievements but also aids in the development of positive 
self-esteem (Riordan, 2001). Thus, commercial media visibility has been situated as 
both the tool for amassing power and a barometer for assessing women’s cultural status 
(Banet-Weiser, 2004). Furthermore, girl power is grounded in neo-liberal discourse, 
where the ability to choose is privileged as the goal, regardless of the choice actually 
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made (Shugart et al., 2001). Girl-power rhetoric is often situated in the celebration 
of the “feminine,” an enticing invitation to young women raised in a conservative era 
marked by an intense backlash to second-wave feminist politics and its seemingly 
“anti-sex” sentiments (Shugart et al., p. 195; see also Riordan, 2001). As a result, 
girls have been increasingly exposed to a flood of images that seem to challenge the 
notion of women as passive and shy sexual objects; in contrast, girls are encouraged 
to become “active, desiring sexual beings” (Aapola, Gonick, & Harris, 2005, p. 142).
Despite these seemingly empowering narratives, many scholars critique girl 
power as something that has taken on a commodity (and thus postfeminist) form; 
in this way, girl power rhetoric ultimately functions to depoliticize women’s issues 
and advocacy efforts (Harris, 2003, Lucas, 2000). For instance, the allure of indi-
vidualistic ideology functions in a way that can be detrimental to building a con-
sciousness among young women toward ongoing systemic inequities. In interviews 
with young girls about sporting experiences, Cooky and McDonald (2005) noted 
the prevalence of anecdotes related to individual achievement and hard work, along 
with an adherence to liberal feminist narratives that advocate only for opportunity 
and the chance to prove one’s own skill set and measure up to a (male) standard. 
The authors point out that this type of liberal feminist politics—reflected so much 
in popular discourse aimed at and about girls—leave girls “ill equipped” to interpret 
the complexities of gender, race and class in sporting spaces (p. 171). Furthermore, 
although girl power rhetoric seemingly offers a promise of empowerment, it actu-
ally advocates “a limited and socially innocuous form of it” (Abate, 2008, p. 224). 
Most notably, feminism as a political concept and a discourse is largely absent and 
this lack of exposure may be one reason that young girls often express resistance 
to feminist ideals (Kelly & Pomerantz, 2009).
In her analysis of the Bobby Riggs-Billie Jean King tennis match, for instance, 
Spencer (2000) noted how the event came at a time when issues like gender pay dis-
crepancies and respect for female athletes were at the forefront of public discourse. 
The match transformed these issues into a commodity form that allowed individuals 
to consume feminism while simultaneously being excused from engaging with 
and challenging ongoing systemic inequities. More recently, feminist narratives 
have been transformed into the commodity form by sports apparel companies like 
Nike, who have grounded their ad campaigns at women in these same libratory and 
empowering discourses (Giardina & Metz, 2005; Heywood, 1998; Lucas, 2000).
The potential of powerful and visible female athletes to deconstruct the link 
between masculinity and athleticism appears to be in harmony with the goals of 
sports feminists, who are concerned with relieving the tension female athletes often 
face in reconciling seemingly incompatible “athletic” and “feminine” selves. Yet 
discourses that appear to sanction so-called ‘gender bending’ activities are still 
underpinned by dominant conceptions of normative femininity (Abate, 2008). “Girls 
who diverge from the norm by virtue of their race, class, sexuality, body type and 
ability are largely invisible within popularized discourses of girl power” (Kelly & 
Pomerantz, 2009, p. 15). The only notable exception to this rule is what Kelly and 
Pomerantz call the “wild girl” representation; these girls are often “coded as work-
ing class and racialized” (p. 15), further marking their difference alongside what 
is consistently represented as a homogenous image of girlhood. Ultimately, such 
discursive frameworks constitute boundaries defining the athletic female subject, 
a process that is, by definition, restrictive (Cooky, 2012).
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The result is a trend in popular girlhood representation that is devoid of diver-
sity. In sports the visible female athlete is thus contained in a heterosexist matrix 
where her athleticism is permitted only to a point where she still meets traditional 
gender norms and remains attractive to heterosexual men (Dworkin & Messner, 
1999). This process transforms empowerment from claiming agency over one’s 
sexual pleasure to successfully attracting a heterosexual male gaze (Aapola, Gonick, 
& Harris, 2005; Gill, 2007). In this way, narratives of empowerment obscure how 
such discourse situates girls as objects for male consumption vs. active subjects 
(Rossiter, 1994).
“Doing it for Daddy”: Seeking Male Affirmation and Approval 
in Sport
The postmodern female athlete who is both “girly” and feminine” can thus be read 
as “obeying” those in power by meeting a kind of sanctioned athletic femininity, 
compatible with a commercial media system that privileges girls and women who 
stay within heteronormative boundaries (Giardina & Metz, 2005, p. 75). Dependence 
on a real or symbolic authoritative (white male) figure for access to culturally valued 
spaces is vital to the maintenance of patriarchy and creates a system in which white 
women and black men are pitted in competition with one another (hooks, 2009). 
The result is a focus on what hooks calls a “game” in which each group seeks the 
affirmation of white men while they are simultaneously reaffirmed as “objects in 
relation to white male subjectivity” (p. 112).
Gaining (white) male attention and approval is often an exercise in the suc-
cessful deployment of emotional labor, or the practice of activating or suppressing 
“feelings in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state 
of mind in others” (Hochschild 1983, p. 7). Examples of successful emotional 
labor include offering encouragement or appreciation, listening, and providing 
empathic feedback (Erickson, 2005). Because femininity is often conceptualized 
in ways that emphasize the same traits, doing emotional labor is also a process in 
doing femininity. Thus, women are often judged as individuals by their ability to 
successfully engage in this type of work. Yet successfully doing emotional labor 
may have costs, as well, as overtly embodying this normative role may sanction 
patriarchal interactions (Williams, 2003). In one study on emotional labor among 
flight attendants, for instance, women noted that they often felt fatigued as a result 
of the emotions management in which they engaged, while others explained how 
emotional labor invited objectification as they became an “open target for sexual 
harassment” (Williams, p. 537).
This Research
The growing celebration of strong women in public discourse has opened myriad 
avenues of visibility for girls in popular culture, including that of sports fiction 
written about and marketed to girls. Although girls’ sports fiction still lags its male 
counterpart, the genre has grown both in quantity and visibility and has begun to 
attract a growing readership (Borders Announces, 2007; Business Wire, 2007). 
Further, teen girls sports fiction is part of a larger girl-power movement that has 
exploited narratives of empowerment for commercial purposes, thus situating 
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consuming the books themselves as acts of resistance. We thus entered into this 
research with the cultural context of a continually emerging girlhood subjectivity 
in mind.
Little research on girls sports fiction exists, but the published analyses argue 
that in general, gender is often depicted as fitting “into unambiguous and oppo-
sitional categories” while sports are reified as male spaces (Kane, 1998, p. 238; 
Kane & Pearce, 2002). Scholars have identified common themes as the athletes’ 
struggle to earn acceptance from men or to prove their athletic worth. While often 
presented in empowering terms, they have been simultaneously disempowered in 
a web of ambivalent messages that cast doubt on the logic of girls and women’s 
inclusion in sports (Kane, 1998).
Acts of resistance are woven into the narratives. Characters have been written 
as trying out for the boys’ football team, creating a girls baseball team and compet-
ing against boys teams, all (presumably) to situate the protagonist as empowered 
in proving her athletic equality. Kane’s (1998) analysis of 1990s sports-themed 
novels found that these acts of resistance, however, developed in ways that affirm 
girls’ true nature as naturally different and ultimately ill-equipped to compete in 
sports. Initially, the author found that characters appeared to challenge normative 
gender roles, but plot development brought that social disorder back into balance. 
For instance, girls playing on boys’ teams often experienced an injury, leaving 
them unable to finish the season. The lesson: The female body is inadequate for 
competing in rough, physical environments (Kane, 1998).
Prior research has highlighted the common practice of isolating female ath-
letes through depicting them as either trying out for a boys team or competing in 
individual sports (Kane, 1998; Kriegh & Kane, 1997). Kane (p. 236) dubbed this 
representation as that of the “lone girl,” arguing that it affirms girls’ outsider status 
and situates sporting experiences as in the hands of male peers and authority figures. 
The common lone girl depiction reflects patriarchal interests in that readers are 
denied the opportunity to see sports as a space for bonding among female athletes. 
Furthermore, isolating female athletes tempers any suggestions that the characters 
may be lesbian, thus presenting them as acceptable and mainstream (Kane, 1998). 
Indeed, the presentation of female characters as “unequivocally heterosexual” 
has been a universal theme across books, regardless of context, character type 
or other mitigating factors (Kane, 1998, p. 257; Kane & Pearce, 2002). Because 
lesbian characters are essentially invisible, readers never learn about sexism and 
homophobia from alternative points of view and have been denied the possibility of 
considering how lesbian athletes may confront such issues (Kane & Pearce, 2002).
Method
We chose six novels, three from two series aimed at the 12-and-over girls market 
and with sports-related themes, published since 2006. The novels were either part 
of the Dairy Queen trilogy, written by Catherine Murdock, or the Pretty Tough 
series, launched by entrepreneur Jane Schonberger as a “premier brand and media 
property providing high-quality, specialty content, products … for young female 
athletes” (Mission, 2003). Pretty Tough products include books by several different 
authors with sports themes. Both series are sold through retailers such as Amazon 
and Barnes & Noble.
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The Dairy Queen trilogy focuses on a single character, D.J. Schwenk, a teenage 
girl who lives on a farm in Red Bend, Wis. D.J. decides to go out for the school’s 
football team in the first novel, Dairy Queen. That novel is followed by two others 
that follow D.J.’s sports career, The Off Season and Front and Center. For detail 
on the characters and plotlines in each novel, see Table 1.
The three books used in this analysis from the Pretty Tough series (there are 
four; the latest was published in late 2011)—Pretty Tough, Playing with the Boys, 
and Head Games–were written by two different authors (Liz Tigelaar and Keri 
Mikulski) and involve different characters and plotlines. See Table 1 for details 
about characters and plot lines for each book.
Analysis
Each member of our research team read at least two books; one in each series. The 
lead author read all six books. Before we commenced with reading, however, we 
reviewed the key literature together (including previous research by Kane, 1998; 
and Kane & Pearce, 2002) and discussed our feminist approach for this analysis. 
During the reading process, we created self-memos noting the themes we identified 
and the evidence of those themes, then we met—once as subgroups and then as 
a larger group—to discuss our themes, negotiate our understandings of the texts, 
and surrender individual understandings to that of the larger group. We decided 
that Johnson’s (2010) criteria for the finalizing of themes—that they appear in “at 
least half the data units” (books) was a useful rule of thumb.
In some ways, our analysis reflected those conducted in other areas of popular 
fiction, where what may be previously considered ‘low brow’ literature is taken 
into consideration (c.f. Hollows, 2000 Radway, 1984). In this instance, we drew 
from a cultural studies point of view, in which popular culture is considered a site 
of ideological struggle, where issues of power and subjectivity must be addressed 
in a historicized context (Hall, 1991). This approach differs from traditional liter-
ary criticism, which often focuses on the caliber of the text. This shift in focus 
necessarily results in a shift in analytical technique, and we entered these texts 
by adopting what Braun and Clarke (2006) call a theoretical thematic analysis, in 
which the analysis is driven by a theoretical perspective—in this case a critique 
toward discourses that define normality in sporting spaces. We also relied on Gill’s 
description of textual analysis as a process designed to uncover how a text “is 
organized to make itself persuasive…establishing one version of the world in the 
face of competing versions” (2007, p. 59).
Analyzing novels required some adaptations to an analysis conducted on 
shorter texts, such as news articles or interviews, as well. We worked to achieve 
a more thorough analysis by considering multiple units of analysis. First, we 
took the full text as a unit of analysis, specifically when examining repetition and 
absence. In doing so, we considered how the books were different or similar to 
each other, as well as to books analyzed in previous research (c.f., Kane, 1998; 
Kane & Pearce, 2002; Kriegh & Kane, 1997), a technique that Bernard and Ryan 
(2009) call “comparison” (see also Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Using the books as 
a unit of analysis, for instance, we noted the absence of lesbian characters, as 
well as the lack of engagement with sexual politics in sports, points that we dis-
cuss at length in the next section. We also considered specific events within the 
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Table 1 Plot Summaries
Book title
Author and 
publication 
date
Main 
protagonist General Plot Summary
Dairy Queen Murdock 
(2006)
D.J. Schwenk The lone daughter in an athletic family, D.J. 
finds herself training the town’s rival school’s 
quarterback over the summer, and the two 
develop a romantic relationship. D.J. later 
decides to try out for her own team and makes 
it as a linebacker. Meanwhile, her best and only 
friend, Amber, comes out to her as gay.
The Off 
Season
Murdock 
(2007)
D.J. Schwenk D.J. quits the football team to avoid further 
injury and focus on basketball. She loses support 
as her best friend, Amber, is kicked out of the 
house by her mother, who discovers Amber is 
gay. Later, D.J.’s brother is paralyzed in a foot-
ball game, which forces her to place her love for 
sports on hold. After being treated poorly by her 
boyfriend, Brian, the book concludes with D.J. 
and him breaking up.
Front and 
Center
Murdock 
(2009)
D.J. Schwenk Although D.J. is actively recruited by several 
Division I college basketball teams, she is hesi-
tant to play at such a competitive level. Pressure 
from family members adds to her stress, but 
she finds herself growing more comfortable in 
a leadership role among her high school team-
mates. D.J. is ultimately convinced to accept a 
Division I scholarship by Brian, with whom she 
reconciles at the book’s conclusion.
Head Games Mikulski 
(2011)
Taylor Taylor is a tall, shy freshman who lacks confi-
dence despite being the star of the girls basket-
ball team, where she plays the center position. 
She finds herself in a love triangle with the 
team’s point guard and a player on the boys 
team, which leads to a pact among the girls bas-
ketball team members to swear off boys for the 
season.
Pretty Tough Tigelaar 
(2007)
Charlie Brown In an effort to please her soccer-fanatic father, 
Charlie tries out for and makes the girls soccer 
team where she makes new friends. Charlie’s 
(former) best friend and current cheerleader, 
Regan, publicly accused her of being a lesbian, 
something Charlie works to overcome through-
out the novel.
Playing with 
the Boys
Tigelaar 
(2008)
Lucy Lucy tries out for and makes the football team 
at her new school. Fearing that she’ll get hurt, 
her father forbids her to play, but Lucy joins the 
team in secret. In addition to trying to earn the 
acceptance of her teammates, she competes for 
the attention of the team’s quarterback, Ryan. 
Eventually she falls for the only player who 
befriended her, the punter, Benji.
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wider plot (in this instance, usually delineated by chapters) as a separate unit of 
analysis. It was here where we focused more on metaphors/analogies, linguistic 
connectors and transitions—literary devices that function to create meaning among 
members of shared cultural tradition (Bernard & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Bernard, 
2003). For example, the title and underlying premise of this piece—“I am not a 
cow”–stems from the climax of the series’ first book in which D.J. asserts her 
agency; the metaphor creates meaning by inviting the reader to see D.J. as an 
empowered subject, a key concept that functions rhetorically within the wider 
landscape of girl power.
Findings
The books offer each protagonist as a visible—and empowered—embodiment of 
the wider “girl power” context in which she was produced. That libratory discourse 
masks the reproduction of conservative sporting discourses, including 1) the mark-
ing of the athletic body as different and socially problematic; 2) the construction of 
heterosexuality as salient and relevant; 3) the constitution of a fairly homogenous 
girlhood subject; and 4) the association of sports with emotional labor. Within these 
dominant messages, we also saw pockets of resistance, however, and conclude this 
section with a discussion of those counter-narratives.
Athleticism as a Marker of Difference
Many of the characters are written as desperately wanting to fit in among their 
peers (not surprising in the young adult genre), but in relation to sports, their 
desire to compete only further marks their difference, creating a false choice 
between sports and the common teen goal of simply “blending in.” This was 
especially true for D.J. and Lucy, who each play on their school’s football team; 
their “lone girl” status denies them the opportunity to connect with other girls 
through their sporting experience and in many ways alienates them at school. 
Lucy, in Playing with the Boys, provides an apt example; new to Beachwood 
High School, she identifies soccer as a way to make friends and integrate in her 
new school. After failing to make the cut, however, she instead tries out for the 
football team, earning a spot as kicker, instantly transforming her athleticism 
from a means through which to assimilate to the marker of her difference—the 
very thing she is hoping to avoid.
Athletic Body as Socially Problematic. All the protagonists profess a love of 
sports and excel athletically, yet they all also see their bodies as fundamentally 
different from a feminine ideal and, thus, sites of failure and social inadequacy. The 
protagonists continually lament their low social status among boys, and in doing 
so, implicitly create a dichotomy between themselves and the archetypal, feminine 
teenage girl. D.J. explains in Dairy Queen:
Guys like Brian, they don’t go for girls’ basketball starters who also know 
about dairy farming. They go for cute short girls with lots of hair and lots of 
makeup and long fingernails, and there’s absolutely not one thing on that list 
that applies to me (Murdock, 2006, p. 161).
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The dual pursuits of (white) femininity and athleticism are further constructed 
as seemingly incompatible at a key moment in Dairy Queen when D.J. decides to 
try out for the football team. As she puts on pads for the first time, she symbolically 
surrenders her femininity, as she explains to readers: “Whatever kind of breasts 
you have … well, it doesn’t matter because they don’t show under the pads. Also, 
ponytails don’t work too well with a helmet” (Murdock, 2006). Further, although 
all the main characters see their bodies as athletically useful, they also point out 
in overt ways how those same bodies fail them socially, often viewing their bodies 
through a heteronormative lens. For example, in Head Games Taylor explains 
how her tall body aids her on the basketball court: “I jog to my spot, which for me 
means standing under the net with my hands up. Sometimes this is all I have to 
do to sink ten baskets a game” (Mikulski, 2011, p. 22). But she also laments her 
stature, calling her height “a serious boyfriend handicap” (p. 3).
Furthermore, femininity was racialized in a way that preserves the invisible 
centrality of Whiteness. In Head Games, for instance, readers meet Taylor’s best 
friend Hannah, who in many ways embodies the epitome of femininity: She is not 
an athlete but instead spends her time designing clothes. In the book she stages 
a fashion show and convinces Taylor to participate as a model. In explaining the 
difference to readers between herself and Hannah, Taylor also articulates a desired 
(white) form of femininity:
Hannah’s oblivious to how lucky she is: She’s petite and perfect, about five 
feet four inches tall, and blessed with wavy but not curly pale blond hair 
(Mikulski, 2011, p. 27).
Overall the books reproduce the centrality of Whiteness by preserving its 
invisibility. In the Pretty Tough books, for instance, readers meet two nonwhite 
characters, including Pickle, who was characterized as a “spunky, athletic-looking 
African American” and Carla, a minor figure explained to readers as “Hispanic” 
(Tigelaar, 2008, p. 14, 29). No similar overt references to race were used to intro-
duce (who readers are to presume) white characters.
Heterosexuality as Salient and Normal
We saw heteronormativity to be a powerful socializing force in all six novels; 
furthermore, gender roles in the family and in sports almost always align with 
patriarchal normativity. Notably, at the end of each novel, with exception being 
The Off Season (the midseries Dairy Queen novel), the female protagonists all have 
boyfriends or are on their way to having boyfriends. Furthermore, sporting experi-
ences are not presented as separate from the pursuit of heterosexual relationships, 
but rather each is written as critically interrelated with the other. In Dairy Queen, 
for instance, D.J., who plays linebacker for her high school football team, intercepts 
a pass from her love interest, the quarterback of the opposing football team. In The 
Off Season, she is featured in People Magazine for her football exploits, and the 
article includes a picture of her and Brian playing basketball. However, the article 
only complicates her relationship with Brian, who is embarrassed by her success in 
a space where he also excels. Another example comes from Playing with the Boys, 
in which Lucy pauses to daydream about how her life would improve following a 
successful outing at an upcoming football game:
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Senior girls would walk by, noticing that she was surrounded by every hot 
football player in school. They’d come over to see what the commotion was, 
and when they realized Lucy was at the center of it, they’d invite her to the 
next big party they were having. Ryan would say, “Not so fast,” implying that 
she might not be free next Friday. Then he’d ask her out. In front of everyone. 
She’d say yes, of course. Then he’d swoop her up into his arms and spin her 
around (Tigelaar, 2008, p. 150).
Lucy’s heterosexuality is further made salient by her overt displays of femi-
ninity within football spaces. For instance, she knows little about the game and 
talks about it in childish ways; at one point she describes her task as a kicker to 
“kick the ball through those posty things,” and later wears the football jersey to 
school on game days with a miniskirt, leading her friend Max to exclaim, “You 
look like the cutest football player Beachwood’s ever had” (Tigelaar, 2008, p. 145). 
Interestingly, all but one of the protagonists’ love interests are fellow athletes, 
and in each book, they invariably find themselves in competition with each other. 
Furthermore, in each instance, their romantic relationship is privileged over the 
athletic competition, often at the expense of each girl’s own athletic achievements. 
A basketball game involving Taylor and her love interest, Zach, provides an apt 
example. Taylor narrates:
Missy breaks toward the basket and immediately bounce-passes the ball to 
me, inside the lane. It’s on me.
Zach moves closer.
I freeze.
Matt Connelly, another senior, slaps the ball out of my hands and takes off 
toward his basket.
‘What the heck, Taylor?’ Kylie shouts my way (Mikulski, p. 7, 2011).
Lesbian Characters. Both series briefly invite the reader to consider the 
relationship of sports and (homo)sexuality although neither indict homophobia 
in sports. Rather, the respective plot developments function to explain to readers 
the pitfalls of female participation in sports by alluding to the “lesbian stigma.” In 
Pretty Tough, Charlie, a member of the soccer team who is described as a tomboy, 
is penalized for her failure to conform to traditional feminine norms when her best 
friend (and current cheerleader) publicly accuses her of being a lesbian, a claim 
that both humiliates Charlie and invites social scorn. The social isolation Charlie 
experiences as a result of this allegation is only alleviated after she reaffirms her 
heterosexuality by becoming involved in a romantic relationship with a boy and 
also better embodying a normative gender aesthetic (a particularly poignant scene 
unfolds before the school’s homecoming dance when Charlie is transformed into a 
feminine subject by carefully putting on a dress and makeup. She is subsequently 
rewarded with attention from boys).
In Dairy Queen, D.J. Schwenk’s best friend and teammate, Amber, reveals to 
her that she is not only gay, but in love with D.J. In the ensuing plot development, 
readers learn that Amber, who is presented as failing to meet normative standards of 
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femininity in myriad ways (often described as big; she has dyed her hair “construc-
tion cone orange,” for instance) faces a sequence of sanctions for her choice to come 
out: She is initially shunned by D.J., kicked out of her house, and, unable to support 
herself, is forced to quit the basketball team to find a job. Later, Amber’s mother expe-
riences an epiphany when she listens to her friend explain the challenges of parenting 
a son with a disability. D.J. narrates: “After hearing all about Win’s problems [Lori, 
Amber’s mother] decided that maybe having a gay kid isn’t so bad considering she 
can still walk” (Murdock, 2006, p. 270). This is to say that Amber’s mother accepts 
her daughter’s sexuality only in comparison with the presence of a disability.
Sport as Emotional Labor
Male characters play a central role in shaping the protagonists’ sporting experi-
ences, and in many ways sport is constructed as a means through which to gain 
male approval and attention. For instance, in Pretty Tough the reader understands 
Charlie’s decision to play soccer as a response to feelings of alienation from her 
soccer-loving father. Associating sports with emotional labor is common in the 
books. Head Games’ Taylor provides a useful example; throughout the book read-
ers learn that Taylor sees her own birth as the prime reason for the derailment of 
her father’s NBA career, a belief that causes Taylor constant grief. At one point 
Taylor prepares for a big game and explains its impacts to readers that “this is it. 
Do or die. When the scout from the SoCal Suns picks me over Rodriguez for the 
center spot, the doors to California basketball heaven open up to me, and Dad can 
finally rest assured that giving up basketball was worth it” (Mikulski, 2011, p. 140). 
Taylor eventually learns the fallacy of her thinking when she leads the team to a 
win at the climax of the book and her father tells her that he has always loved her; 
her successful performance, however, is still the avenue through which she is able 
to gain approval from the key male figure in her life.
The tension between the pursuit of male approval and sports participation was 
similarly manifest in Playing with the Boys. Lucy is prohibited from trying out for 
the football team by her father, who fears she will get injured. Lucy decides to hide 
her participation on the team from him, but she ultimately does in fact experience 
an injury, confirming her father’s prophecy—and affirming his authority. In fact, 
Lucy spends much of her football experience fretting over the tension created by 
her intrusion onto the football field in her relationships with the men in her life, 
including her father, the quarterback of the football team (her love interest, Ryan), 
and the punter, Benji, who is her sole ally on the team. Lucy constantly wrestles 
with competing narratives of athleticism and femininity in relation to Ryan and 
Benji, struggling to reconcile her desire to achieve on the football field without 
alienating either boy. Thus, Lucy is often presented with a choice: compete at 
the highest level and risk destroying desired social relationships, or preserve that 
relationship at the expense of on-field achievements.
Notably, in the Dairy Queen series, D.J.’s mother is a former softball pitcher, 
but she is not a strong influence in D.J.’s sporting experiences. Rather, readers 
learn that her mother is largely inactive and she “weighs a whole lot more than 
she used to” (Murdock, 2006, p. 2). Instead, D.J. is influenced and inspired in a 
sporting context by the men in her life. Furthermore, she pursues the approval of 
her male coach and older brothers by subjecting herself to face college recruiters, 
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a prospect she finds terrifying. She communicates her feelings in a conversation 
with her brother, Win:
‘Madison? Minnesota? I don’t want to play D-I! I just want to go to some little 
school where hoops don’t matter and there won’t be any pressure—‘
‘Of course you want to play D-I’ Win interrupted.
‘Of course I don’t. Just thinking about it makes me freak. There are tons of 
better girls—’
‘Oh yea? You just had two coaches drive to Red Bend to offer you scholarships. 
You think they do that for everyone?’
‘Win, you just don’t get it. I don’t want to play D-I.’
‘Jeez D.J., could you stop being such a wuss?’ (Murdock, 2009, p. 201).
She finds peace when she decides to stop bowing to their demand that she seek 
a Division I scholarship; however, she changes her mind following a conversation 
in which her ex-boyfriend Brian convinces her to do so.
Counter-Narratives: Pseudo-Empowerment?
Although the books present a discouraging picture, we did notice pockets of resis-
tance in the form of counter-narratives. These challenges invite the reader to imagine 
a new way of evaluating the possibilities and constraints of gender. All of the girls 
compete in team, contact sports and several of the books feature protagonists as 
part of all-girls team sports, a plot choice that shifts the boundaries for acceptable 
sporting practices in a way that is liberating for female athletes. Other challenges 
to traditional gender ideology further provide libratory potential. For instance, 
in Playing with the Boys, Lucy’s body is sometimes constructed as embodying 
attributes of strength and power; importantly, she is not written as equally strong 
as her male teammates, but her body is written as strong nonetheless, a critical 
turn that avoids binary comparisons and allows the reader to consider Lucy as 
strong—independent of a male standard. At one point, Lucy finds herself in the 
middle of a drill called “Bull in the Ring,” which pits two players against each other 
in a battle of strength. The event is described to the reader: “Lucy lunged forward, 
using all the momentum and strength she could muster as she slammed her body 
into Benji’s” (Tigelaar, 2008, p. 124).
Perhaps the most provocative challenge to traditional gender roles comes near 
the beginning of Front and Center, at a moment when a distressed D.J. questions 
the worth of pursuing a sports scholarship in a society that structures women’s lives 
around heteronormative standards. She narrates:
I finally ended up parked outside the middle school, wondering if I looked 
like the moms who were sitting there waiting. Like a middle-aged woman 
who spent her days driving around Red Bend as an unpaid chauffeur...Maybe 
it didn’t really matter where I went to college or even if I went at all, not if 
I was going to end up right back where I’d started, parked outside the Rend 
Bend Middle School Gym (Murdock, 2009, p. 30).
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Falling Short. The moments of resistance were few and far between, however. 
Although the books all involve girls playing team sports, solidarity based on 
shared athletic experience as teammates lacks across the board. At the beginning 
of Front and Center D.J. agrees with her coach’s assertion that girls “create a team 
automatically” saying: “I guess we do. I mean, could you imagine a bunch of boys 
decorating each other’s lockers and making up cheers?” (Murdock, 2009, p. 21). The 
evidence of being “a team” is not based in common athletic experience or prowess 
but rather in being friendly and supportive, two traits that are typically associated 
with femininity. In Head Games, the girls on Beachwood Academy’s basketball 
team make a pact to swear off boys for the rest of their season. Although they enter 
into this agreement as a team, it is because of squabbling and sabotage among the 
female team members rather than a shared sense of commitment or achievement.
In Playing with the Boys, Lucy seeks to join Beachwood’s girls’ soccer team to 
make friends in a new school; when she fails to make the cut, she finds herself on 
an all-boys football team instead. The majority of her male teammates are openly 
hostile to her, and although she eventually finds herself recognized as a full member 
of the team, it is only after a difficult period of self-sacrifice and hazing. She rec-
ognizes the irony in having to work so hard for acceptance, but ultimately decides 
the demeaning treatment experienced as a direct result of her gender was worth it.
The Dairy Queen series also provides a possible shift in class-related power 
relations via the storyline backdrop. D.J. is written as a working class girl, a stark 
contrast from both general trends in girls’ fiction, as well as the Pretty Tough books, 
specifically, in which the characters are all coded as middle-to-upper class. Although 
the working-class farm scenario troubles the homogenous conception of girlhood 
that is defined by the centrality of Whiteness, normative femininity and middle-to-
upper class markers, her decision to try out for the football team—as a linebacker, 
no less—as well as her friendship with a social outcast (Amber) reflect some of 
the “wild girl” sentiments articulated by Kelly and Pomerantz (2009). Thus, taken 
in tandem with the specific plot developments, her class background ultimately 
functions to further mark her difference from a presumed and desired norm.
Discussion
Entering into this project was a unique experience for all the authors; we did not 
know what we would find in these books but began the project encouraged by the 
increased availability and quality of teen books for girls with a sporting context. Our 
reading, however, suggests there is little about which to be encouraged. The narra-
tives of the book mask powerful ways in which the experiences of girls and women 
in sports are tightly contained. In many ways, the narratives have changed little in 
the decade following previous analyses (Kriegh & Kane, 1997; Kane, 1998, Kane 
& Pearce, 2002). Like those analyses, heterosexuality as a plotline is present and 
salient, normative gender roles are presented as simple and mutually exclusive while 
Whiteness is situated as a default norm, and the protagonists exhibit little agency 
in creating a sporting experience on their own terms. Further, like Kane and Pearce 
(2002) when analyzing the potential counter-narratives, we found that many of them 
fall short of realizing this apparent libratory potential. In fact, rather than achieving 
significant empowerment for any of the female characters, these counter-narratives 
tend to reinscribe “patriarchal norms of femininity as agency” (Johnson, 2010, p. 60).
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Like many mass produced novels, each book resolves the tension raised within 
it, in effect creating a “feel good” happy ending. Each girl succeeds in sports—and 
gets the guy. Aside from the heteronormative assumptions underpinning such clo-
sure, the books are fundamentally problematic in that they also foreshadow for girls 
potential pitfalls of sports participation. Social isolation, the “lesbian stigma” and 
alienation from key male figures function as landmines that exist as a direct result 
of sports participation. Thus, even though each protagonist effectively sidesteps 
those landmines—or is able to effectively recover after encountering one—readers 
are reminded of these perils. Their presence situates sports as a risky social under-
taking for girls — thus muting the political potential of the books and ultimately 
providing only a pseudo sense of empowerment.
Reaffirming Men as the Rightful Guardians of Sports
Key male figures in each of the main characters’ lives are key figures in the sporting 
experience. Especially notable in the books is the role played by fathers in relation 
to sports. These characters function as more than literal father figures, however. 
Rather, they embody the kind of symbolic authoritative presence that patriarchy 
invites women to actively work toward pleasing (hooks, 2004). Indeed, many of 
the protagonists are written as seeing sports as a way to connect with their own 
fathers; while finding common ground as a point at which to bond may be an effec-
tive strategy for enhancing a relationship, we did not see sports as constructed as 
a space in which both parties participate equally. Rather, we saw the protagonists 
engage in myriad concessions and emotions management in relation to their sports 
participation, a plotline underpinned by an assumption that girls must be cautious 
when entering such spaces. The ultimate lesson is that acceptance into sporting 
forums must be first granted by patriarchy, creating a situation where girls are 
“doing (sports) for daddy” (hooks).
Such discourse further normalizes men’s rightful place as the guardians of 
sporting spaces, putting girls and women in the role of asking for permission to play 
and/or receiving that opportunity from male figures. This common plotline reflects 
the ongoing wider cultural response to girls’ and women’s encroachment in sports. 
Although readers are invited to see the characters as athletes, that athleticism also 
creates problems with the men and boys in each protagonist’s life, situating sports, 
then, as the source of social angst and subsequent emotional labor. By equating 
sports with negative emotions like anxiety and tension, the books implicitly point 
to the social disorder created by female sports participation. Under the logic of 
girl power, (the right kind) of athleticism is generally accepted as compatible with 
femininity, and each character in the books reviewed here embodies that normative 
construct. However, their sports participation also creates angst in their relation-
ships, which violates the ethos of gender in other ways, most notably in regard to 
people pleasing. Thus, their choice to compete as athletes still comes at a cost to 
their femininity—even when their outward aesthetic conforms to a patriarchal norm.
The books showcase to readers the tension sports create between athleticism 
and pleasing men and boys, and in response, the protagonists constantly manage 
their own emotions in ways that elicit the desired outcome from the male charac-
ters. Examples include hiding their participation to downplaying the pleasure they 
experience through successful sporting exploits. In doing so, sports are transformed 
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from something girls might enjoy for their physical benefits or homosocial bonding 
into a kind of emotional labor in line with traditional feminine roles of selfless-
ness and people-pleasing (Hochschild, 1983). As Williams (2003) argues, doing 
emotional labor may also bring with it a cost. That cost here is the girls’ enjoyment 
of sports on their own terms, a sacrifice that is fundamental to maintaining girls’ 
outsider status in sports.
Heterosexism as a Socializing Force
Sykes (1998) has noted that the invisibility of lesbian athletes in sports contributes to 
the justification of homophobia, and we see the inclusion of lesbian characters and 
the referencing of related stereotypes as a critical step in redefining the “problem” 
as stemming from heterosexism in sports versus the presence of lesbians in sports 
(Krane & Barber, 2003). The inclusion of a gay character and direct references to 
lesbians in sports also represents a new development from prior analyses of books 
from this genre (see Kriegh & Kane, 1997).
However, through unfavorable descriptions of the lone lesbian character, 
along with the other characters’ choices and actions in response to their exposure 
to related stereotypes, readers learn the potential social costs of playing sports. 
Instead of a lesson challenging heterosexism, the books present lessons in how to 
avoid the specter of the “lesbian stigma.” Most problematic is that the message is 
not one in addressing homophobia head on, but sidestepping the issue by properly 
doing femininity, thereby leaving intact a problematic distinction that privileges 
heterosexuality as normal and better than its binary opposite, homosexuality (Krane 
& Barber; Sykes, 1998).
Many of the characters, especially those in the Pretty Tough series, are cel-
ebrated as feminine and athletic, which presumably is intended to be a positive 
message to young girls as the books appear to say that one can be both, a message 
that is consistent with growing support for “tomboyish behavior” in American 
society (Abate, 2008, 223). Such narratives, however, obscure the ways in which 
female athletes are contained by this very rhetoric, and ultimately function to 
sanction only a narrow vision of the female athletic subject (Dworkin & Messner, 
1999, Giardina & Metz, 2005).
In the books readers learn of a sanctioned way of “doing athleticism” that 
importantly teaches girls how to avoid an unwanted lesbian label. Charlie and 
D.J. were the least “feminine” characters in the books and each faced questions 
into their sexuality as result of their failure to properly do normative femininity. 
In different ways, both rectify their outward gender appearances and are rewarded 
by acceptance from their peers as normal (not gay).
We also see Amber’s character with much potential; as the lone lesbian char-
acter across the books, however, Amber functions as a cautionary tale. Amber is 
written as not only lesbian, but in love with her teammate, which hearkens to images 
of the predatory lesbian. She faces social sanctions for her choice to come out, 
including the lack of support from her only (and best) friend D.J. Taken in tandem 
with the reaction and accusations D.J. and Charlie face for their failure to conform 
to feminine norms, readers learn that supporting Amber would incur serious social 
consequences, thus upholding homophobic attitudes as the best option for girls 
when faced with such a situation.
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Making Heterosexuality Salient. We also believe that the plotlines in relation 
to each girl’s romantic interest are a direct function of dominant ideological 
assumptions that guide judgments of girls in sports. Heterosexuality is an assumed 
identity, and its power stems from its invisibility; pointing out characters who are 
gay and lesbian while failing to do the same for heterosexuality is one way in which 
the norm derives its power (Hardin & Whiteside, 2010). We found, however, that 
the books went beyond mainstream assumptions of heterosexuality and instead 
make heterosexuality salient, visible and important in the sporting experience. As 
numerous scholars have noted, the very act of sports participation invites scrutiny 
into girls’ and women’s sexuality; by so closely connecting the sporting experience 
and the pursuit of heterosexual relationships, readers are left with no questions into 
each character’s sexuality. Ultimately, then, writing D.J. as not only intercepting 
a pass, but intercepting a pass thrown by her love interest, neutralizes the implied 
violation of gender boundaries in D.J’s choice to use her body in such an assertive 
and strong way—and in turn avoid any potential suspicion into D.J’s sexuality 
because of her successful sporting exploits.
Conclusion
In various ways, each of these series present stories of empowerment; readers 
learn early on in the Dairy Queen trilogy that D.J. worries she is no better than 
the cows she milks, simply doing what she is told with no thought to exploring 
alternative life possibilities. Her choice to go out for football, then, is written as an 
empowered one as she narrates to readers “It was my decision. I chose it. I am not 
a cow” (Murdock, 2006, p. 138). This choice, and others like it across the books 
reflect broader “girl power” narratives that permeate popular discourse aimed at 
girls. This agentic, empowered discourse, however, obscures the ways in which a 
gendered hierarchy in sports—which provides the logic for the disenfranchisement 
of female athletes—is left intact. In the end, these books represent one cultural effect 
of a more visible and articulated girlhood subjectivity (Harris, 2003, McRobbie, 
2000). While efforts to increase the visibility and legitimacy of female athletes 
and girls in general may have organic and political roots, these books reflect the 
consequences of that discourse in late capitalism. Jameson (1991, p. 4) describes 
this period as one marked by the “frantic economic urgency of producing fresh 
waves of ever more novel-seeming goods.” Under this logic, the Dairy Queen and 
Pretty Tough series can be read as exploiting the novelty of the empowered and 
confident young girl in a sporting context. This is not to say that sports feminists 
should stop publicly advocating for women’s athletics, but these books provide a 
powerful example of how quickly a project conceptualized for empowerment can 
become redirected in ways that diminish its potential.
Cooky and McDonald (2005) write that neo-liberal discourse and broader 
tenets of liberal feminism are not sufficient in aiding young girls to navigate the 
complexities of identity and power in sporting spaces. Given that these books 
reflect those central tenets, we do not believe they provide a toolkit for addressing 
the difficult issues young girls may face in their own sporting experiences. Yet, it 
is overly simplistic to suggest that girls will not engage with the books on their 
own terms and create meaning in new and imaginative ways (Kelly, Pomerantz, 
& Currie, 2005). What sports feminists must focus on is helping young girls to 
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develop a consciousness toward the complexities of identity so they may avoid 
accepting the depictions of girlhood reflected in these books as essential. Markula 
(2003) offers a word on this final point; although textual analyses similar to that 
which is offered here provide insight into how discourses on identity are put into 
motion, such studies may be best complemented with research that engages with 
members of the sporting community and facilitates critical thinking in relation to 
the boundaries of those identities. Markula is careful to avoid situating the femi-
nist researcher in an ‘all-knowing’ position. Instead, she urges sports feminists to 
help guide members of the groups that we study though a reflexive process that 
may lead to new and imaginative ways of knowing. Sociologists have long studied 
youth sporting culture, but audience-driven media research among teen girls is 
largely missing. The commercial gains of the Dairy Queen and Pretty Tough series 
have produced a blueprint for the successful production and marketing of sports 
texts aimed at young girls. It will therefore be imperative to turn our attention 
to audience-focused research that examines how individuals construct their own 
meaning through reading the texts, perhaps giving insight into the where resistant 
readings may stem from. Doing so will both offer a perspective on how young girls 
may interact with the codes of femininity depicted in the books, and also answer 
Markula’s (2003) call to action for sports feminists.
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